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‘Live Your Liberation – Don’t Lobby For It’: Australian Queer Student Activists’ 
Perspectives of Same-Sex Marriage 
 
 
Introduction 
In Australian there is a network of queer university student activists who produce a 
variety of print media. Marriage is one topic discussed in queer student media. 
Existing research on queer perspectives of same-sex marriage fails to consider the 
youth position. This paper conducts a discourse analysis of queer student activists’ 
media representations of marriage. The findings are contextualised with other 
research into queer community views of marriage and situated in wider queer political 
debates. This paper adds to a body of work on queer community perspectives of 
marriage, specifically contributing the view of a youth-dominated group. This paper 
thus contributes to the history of queer activism and furthers research on queer 
perspectives of marriage and same-sex relationships.  
 
Australian Queer Student Activist Print Media 
Many Australian tertiary student activists identify as queer. Queer can be used as an 
umbrella term to include people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex and ‘otherwise queer identifying’, which can include a broad range of non-
normative sexes, genders and sexualities (GLBTIQ). Queer student activists are a 
visible aspect of Australian tertiary communities. Individual university student unions 
serve and represent GLBTIQ students. There is also a national representative body.  
 
The queer student activist media which I study is produced within this institutionally 
and financially supported environment. University students are commonly aged 
between 18-24, however, contributors may be post-graduate students, mature age 
students or not students at all. The fully-subsidised queer student media means that it 
is free of advertising and the editorial constraints often associated with advertising 
(Burns 2002: 24). This media is subject to the general guidelines of student union 
publications that require material to be free of racism, sexism and homophobia.  
 
I investigate print media due to its role within activist organisations, and minority 
community and identity formation (Atton and Hamilton 2001: 124, Hartley 1996: 
237, Carey 1969: 131-132). Queer university student media is an under-studied 
subject and is a clear example of minority media where a community works to define 
itself, making it a rich site for the study of community understandings. The media 
under examination here is produced by and for queer student activists and aims to 
reflect their perspectives. 
 
Same-Sex Marriage 
The legalisation of same-sex marriage is currently generating much debate in Western 
queer communities. Same-sex marriage is legalised in some countries such as, 
Canada, Spain, the Netherlands and Belgium. It has been outlawed in Australia and 
most states in the US. Campaigns continue to reverse these restrictions.  
 
According to Walker, the attempts of two Australian same-sex couples to have their 
Canadian marriages recognised in Australia triggered the Australian Federal 
Parliament to amend the Marriage Act 1961 (Cth), in order to exclude recognition of 
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foreign same-sex marriages (2007: 110). The amendment of the Marriage Act 2004 
also solidified the definition of marriage in Australia to ‘the union between a man and 
a woman to the exclusion of all others’ (ComLaw. 2004). Both the then Federal 
Government and the Opposition supported this amendment.  
 
Clarke, Burgoyne and Burns note that there is a lack of qualitative research on queers’ 
understandings of marriage (2006: 141). This paper deals with a particular community 
sub-section, queer student activists. Queer youths’ perspectives on marriage have not 
been extensively documented. Driver states that ‘Queer youth challenge us to rethink 
the very status of gender, generation, sexuality, and culture’ (2008: 1). She describes 
queer youth as ‘cultural and political catalysts’ (Driver 2008: 1). This signifies the 
potential impact of queer youths’ perspectives of same-sex marriage. 
 
Previous studies deal with UK or US couples who have formalised their relationships 
or couples in long-term relationships that may or may not intend to formalise their 
relationships (Clarke et al. 2006; Clarke, Burgoyne and Burns 2007; Porche and 
Purvin 2008). Other research examines the opinions of queer individuals (Harding 
2006; Lannutti 2005; Yip 2004), some of whom are in long-term coupled 
relationships. There is, however, little qualitative research on Australian queers’ 
perspectives of same-sex marriage. Lanutti’s study on the ways that queer community 
members perceive same-sex marriage to positively and negatively affect the 
community provides a contemporary snapshot of the understandings of same-sex 
relationships (2005). This paper also contributes to the understandings of same-sex 
relationships and anatomises queer understandings of marriage. 
 
Method 
 This paper reports on the results of a brief discourse analysis of a range of queer 
student media from the University of Queensland, University of Technology Sydney, 
Monash University and the University of Melbourne, and three issues of national 
queer student publication, Querelle. These publications include zines, magazines and 
magazine articles published between 2003 to 2006. Discourse analysis in this 
application comes from the European social philosophy and cultural analysis view 
that attempts to show how institutions, practices and the individual can be understood 
as produced through the workings of a set of discourses (Punch 2004: 227) and is 
used to reveal political dimensions of texts (Van Dijk 1993: 109). Discourse analysis 
aids in making visible the various understandings of marriage and same-sex marriage 
that circulate in Australian queer student activist media. 
 
Before considering how queer student activist media discusses debates surrounding 
the legalisation of same-sex marriage, I will examine how they represent marriage 
itself. This provides foundation for the various discussions of same-sex marriage. 
 
Unequal  
Some queer student activists represent marriage negatively for a number of reasons. 
One student explains how s/he sees that marriage benefits a capitalist system stating, 
‘Marriage within the capitalist system is a power relationship; domination and 
oppression, played out in our most intimate lives; popping out more little workers 
who in turn will fit into their strictly defined gender roles to reproduce and perpetuate 
the cycle’ (Will You Marry Me? 2004: 24). This perspective is shared by other queer 
student activists. One student states that ‘marriage continues to oppress, trap and 
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undervalue women (not to mention forcing men into destructive provider roles which 
only privilege the capitalist system and people who profit from that system)’ (Will 
You Marry Me? 2004: 22). Another student expresses a similar perspective: 
‘Marriage is an institution necessarily based on inequality between its participants and 
has traditionally had little to do with love. It is more to do with the exploitation of 
wom*n and the extraction of their unpaid labour based on the logic of private property 
and ownership. It commodifies our most intimate sexual relationships, tricking us into 
trading them for economic stability’ (Reed 2006). Marriage is represented in some 
queer student media as complicit with capitalism. Some queer student media regards 
the gendered inequality in marriage as integral to this perceived capitalist institution 
of marriage. In these ways some queer student media negatively represents marriage. 
 
Other researchers report concerns about the institution of marriage as unequal in their 
studies. A participant in Clarke et al.’s study states ‘I’m quite against same-sex 
marriage because I’m just too feminist about it’ (in Clarke et al. 2006: 149). Another 
felt that marriage ‘modelled a relationship based on inequality’ (in Clarke et al 2006: 
149).  Some participants in Yip’s study also felt that marriage was oppressive towards 
women: ‘I think marriage is a specifically heterosexual institution where one partner 
is being dominant over the other. The wife is still expected to obey and things like 
that’ (in Yip 2004: 175); ‘I think marriage has a lot of problems related to it which 
need sorting out. It’s so hierarchical and oppressive to women particularly’ (in Yip 
2004: 175).  
 
Some queer student media and existing research on queer community perspectives of 
marriage argues that marriage oppresses women and perpetuates inequality. Bevacqua 
summarises the feminist arguments against marriage (2004). These include the 
argument that marriage promotes gender inequality, and that monogamy and 
emotional security are formulations of women’s oppression (Bevacqua 2004). 
Respondents in existing research and queer student activist media both deploy 
arguments similar to what could be described as feminist perspectives of marriage. 
 
Morgan delineates the socialist position on gay oppression noting that ‘gay oppression 
and women’s oppression … exist because of the importance of the nuclear family 
under capitalism’ (1998: n.p). The family aids the reproduction of labour. Morgan 
states,  
the working class family was a cheap way of 
ensuring the supply of necessary labour. As the 
nuclear family became more important to 
capitalism it became increasingly important to 
portray it as the only way of living. … Gay 
sexuality threatens the ideal image of the present 
day family firstly because it challenges the 
family’s rationale in the reproduction of labour, 
but also because it challenges the ideology of the 
family. The idea of same-sex partners challenges 
the man-wife relationship essential for the nuclear 
family. (1998: n.p)  
 
This anti-family language presumes marriage as integral to the family unit, and the 
family unit is suggested to be integral to capitalism. This representation of marriage 
and capitalism resembles those articulated in some queer student media. Based on the 
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limited comparison to other research on queer perspectives of marriage, these 
perspectives of marriage are unique to queer student media.  
 
Anti-Assimilation 
Some of the debate in queer student media on same-sex marriage rights, and its 
representation of debate within the wider queer community, includes discussion that 
can be framed as anti-assimilationist. The assimilationist approach to queer activism 
argues that queer people are no different to non-queer people and thus deserve the 
same rights and treatment by heteronormative society. The opposing liberation1 
approach proudly asserts difference to heteronormativity. It calls for wider societal 
change, such as the abolition of racism, sexism and classism in addition to a shift in 
perspectives towards sexuality, rather than legal reform and rights-based activism. 
Historically there has been a liberation/ assimilation divide in approaches to queer 
activism (Sender 2001: 77; Yep et al. 2003: 50). This divide is not always neatly 
polarised.  
 
One student sees the call for liberation as past and a movement which demands 
assimilation as currently dominating queer activism (Dias-Abey 2004: 4). Another 
student articulates the desire for marriage as being assimilationist: ‘Why should 
queers care about fitting into what are essentially historically constructed, hetero-
patriarchal, social, legal and religious norms?’ (Dayvid 2006: page) One student states 
that ‘the answer is not equality or the right to participate in the system – we have to 
fight for the right to a new system. Big changes don’t come from asking nicely, 
conforming and flaunting our middle class pink $$. I think that being part of the 
system (“cooption”) will only compromise our ability to challenge – to think laterally’ 
(Will you Marry Me 2004: 23). These students perceive campaigning for same-sex 
marriage as fighting to assimilate with heteronormative society and this conflicts with 
their understandings of queer liberation. 
 
Similarly, some respondents in Clarke’s and Yip’s studies do not ‘believe in marriage 
for gay people’ (in Clarke 2006: 149) because they see marriage as a heterosexual 
institution (Clarke 2006: 149-150; Yip 2004: 176-177). One participant regards the 
debates and campaigns for same-sex marriage as ‘very normalising’ (in Clarke 2006: 
149). Community members in Lanutti’s study ‘sensed that same-sex marriage may 
lead to the LGBT community losing its unique culture’ (2005: 13). This also suggests 
that these community members perceive marriage as not being appropriate for same-
sex couples as it likens the queer community to the heterosexual community.  
 
These perspectives in queer student media and existing research on community 
perspectives of same-sex marriage represent themes that circulate throughout queer 
activist history. One example of how these arguments feature historically can be seen 
through examining the gay liberation position on marriage.  
 
The US 1970s ‘gay revolutionary socialist group’ Red Butterfly saw the aims of gay 
liberation as: ‘To break our chains and become free we are going to have to work for 
fundamental change in the institutions which oppress us, such as the existing family 
system with its web of supports: male chauvinism, sex typing of personality traits and 
arbitrary labels such as “gay” and “straight”’ (In Altman 1972: 91). The institution of 
                                                 
1 Also referred to as radicalism. 
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the family is perceived to be associated with heterosexual, monogamous relationships 
and marriage (Adam 1995: 84). This argument is used to delineate an anti-marriage 
position. Gay liberation perceives marriage as oppositional to their goals of liberation. 
 
Some queer student activists’ perspectives of marriage reflect those articulated by gay 
liberationists in the early 1970s. This demonstrates a temporal and geographical 
circulation of discourses among queer activism and also historically contextualises 
some current queer activist discourses. 
 
Exclusion and misrepresentation 
Some students argue that the campaign for same-sex marriage marginalises queers 
who may not fit the mould of a same-sex couple (Reed 2006; Tallace 2005). One 
student demonstrates this, ‘The very language of the campaign is exclusionary. It is 
not just semantics when the words ‘same-sex’, ‘couples’, ‘gay and lesbian’ and 
‘marriage’ are used, it send a clear message to people who may be bisexual, queer, 
trans*, intersex, single or non-monogamous queers, that they do not belong’ (Reed 
2006). 
  
Students also perceive the campaign to be monolithic and argue that it claims to 
represent all queers (Reed 2006; Dias-Abey 2004: 4; Dayvid 2006: 13). They suggest 
this marginalises queers who do want to get married, or do not see same-sex marriage 
as an important demand (Reed 2006; Dias-Abey 2004: 4; Dayvid 2006: 13), as 
demonstrated on this slide 
 
Same-sex marriage as a ‘demand’ of the ‘gay 
rights’ movement legitimises the idea that people 
need or should want to get married in the first 
place – because it is ‘natural’, and even 
monogamy is natural and desirable, and the idea 
that we all just secretly want to tie-the-knot is 
certainly implied in the NDA’s promotional 
literature, the rally was after all to ‘assert the 
importance that the LGBTIQ community places on 
relationship recognition’. (Dayvid 2006: 13)  
 
Students raise concerns about how the limits of equal marriage rights may further 
inequality for those involved in other types of relationships (Reed 2006; Tallace 2005; 
Dias-Abey 2004). One student states that ‘In our haste to prove our “normality”, we 
are marginalising relationships that do not fit into a socially sanctioned model’ (Dias-
Abey 2004: 4). Here he also represents the fight for same-sex marriage as an attempt 
towards assimilation with heteronormative society. Thus the assimilationist approach 
is represented as exclusionary. It is argued to marginalise those who cannot or who do 
not want to get married.  
 
Some participants in Lanutti’s study also felt that same-sex marriage would cause the 
community to view those who choose not to get married as inferior (2005: 12). One 
states ‘the community isn’t going to take a couple seriously unless they get married 
now’ (in Lanutti 2005: 12). These community members felt that same-sex marriage 
would contribute to the rift between gays and lesbians and other members of the queer 
community. One respondent articulates this concern, ‘It seems to me that married gay 
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and lesbian couples are being seen as the “right” kind of relationship, and that just 
makes the MTFs, FTMs, butches, bois, queers and everyone else who doesn’t fall in a 
neat little box fit less and less into the so-called LGBT community’ (in Lanutti 2005: 
13).  
 
Some respondents in Lanutti’s study and some queer student activists argue that 
same-sex marriage may cause exclusion within the queer community. Tensions about 
who is and is not part of the queer community are well documented (See for example, 
Califia 2005; Rand 2004; Thomas 1995; Eadie 1996; Gamson 1995). This 
demonstrates how arguments about marriage feature ideas that circulate in other queer 
political debates. In this manner, queer student debates on marriage contribute 
towards negotiations of queer community.  
 
Revolutionary relationships. 
 Some queer student media suggests that queer relationships have revolutionary 
potential for the way relationships are enacted. It also suggests that queers should 
participate in and formulate unique relationship models.  
 
One student states, ‘I’m a lesbian because I value and love other women, and we 
deserve legal rights which protect us but marriage rights will not do that. Revolution 
from the ground up! Live your liberation – don’t lobby for it’ (‘Will you Marry Me?’ 
2004: 22).  The author sees the legal recognition of same-sex marriage as unsuitable 
for queer relationships and contradictory to her understanding of queer liberation. 
Another student calls for the consideration of possibilities beyond marriage: ‘we 
should try and imagine a world where we can forge something NEW and BETTER 
than marriage!!!’ (‘Will you Marry Me?’ 2004: 23).  
 
One student compares their view of queer relationships to heterosexual relationships. 
They state, ‘When I think of heterosex I consider: Marriage, institutions, state 
surveillance of relationships and childbirth. When I think of homosex I think fun fun 
fun  … When it comes to heterosex, institutions come to most people’s mind … when 
it’s queer shit it’s all about irresponsibility (I’m referring here to societal perceptions) 
… fuck perceptions … break new ground … love who you want’ (‘Will you Marry 
Me?’ 2004: 24, ellipses in original). These students speak of relationship structures 
beyond those which same-sex marriage rights can afford recognition to, and thus see 
access to same-sex marriage as inappropriate, and even stifling.  
 
Some queer student media suggests that other forms of legal recognition would be 
appropriate for queer relationships. One student states that ‘Those who argue for gay 
marriage fail to recognise the wider social implications of their actions. A more 
constructive approach would be to carefully examine the benefits that gay marriage 
would confer and find alternative and non-traditional methods for meeting these’ 
(Dias-Abey 2004: 4). Another student agrees that there should be tolerance of 
different types of relationships: ‘I still feel that queers should be entitled to 
demonstrate and validate their love in whatever ways they choose’ (‘Will you Marry 
Me?’ 2004: 23). One student suggests that civil unions are a form of legally 
recognised relationship structure that has revolutionary potential: ‘having civil unions 
is a chance for us to side step the historical implications and overtones of marriage – 
possibly even forging revolutionary models of respectful and equal relationships – we 
have to fight for the right to a new system’ (‘Will you Marry Me?’ 2004: 23).  
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Some queer community members in previous studies also perceive queer relationship 
structures as different to heteronormative relationships (Lanutti 2005: 13; Clarke et al. 
2007: 190). One participant states ‘Gay and lesbian couples have been special in that 
we have more fluid, and more realistic, relationships, but now that will change. The 
unique way we defined our relationships was one of the things that made the 
community so special’ (in Lanutti 2005: 13). The perspective that queer relationships 
are unique also informs some responses that saw legal recognition of relationships as 
appropriate but marriage as unsuitable (Clarke et al. 2006: 154; Yip 2004: 175). 
 
Discussions of marriage and monogamy also reflect the view that queer relationship 
structures are different to heteronormative relationship structures (Adam 1995: 84; 
Morgan 1998: n.p). Other queer studies literature speaks about different forms of 
relationships that queers may create (Nash and Bain 2007: 54; Yep et al. 2003: 53, 55; 
Munson and Stelboum 1999).  Berlant and Warner state that  
 
Queers and other insurgents have long striven, 
often dangerously or scandalously, to cultivate 
what good folks used to call criminal intimacies. 
We have developed relations and narratives that 
are only recognised as intimate in queer culture: 
girlfriends, gal pals, fuckbuddies, tricks. Queer 
culture has learned not only how to sexualise these 
and other relations, but also to use them as a 
context for witnessing intense and personal affect 
while elaborating a public world belonging and 
transformation. (1998: 558) 
 
Forming different relationships types is one way that queers perceive themselves to be 
different from the heteronorm (Berlant and Warner 1998: 548). Discussion of 
different relationship structures in same-sex marriage debates demonstrates another 
element of wider debates about definitions of queer.  
 
Pro-Marriage Rights 
While a marginal discourse in the queer student media examined, some students did 
argue for access to same-sex marriage. One student thinks that queer marriages could 
transform the institution of marriage (‘Will you Marry Me’ 2004: 23). Participants in 
other studies felt that same-sex couple access to marriage could result in social change 
by impacting on heterosexuals’ perceptions of queer people and their relationships 
(Lanutti 2005 14-15; Lanutti 2007: 141; Clarke et al 2007: 185-186; Yip 2004: 177; 
Harding 2006: 520).   
 
The liberal rights argument is used by three students to argue for marriage rights (in 
Evans 2005; Lesbionic 2006: 19; Absell 2006: 37). One student states, ‘My body 
parts are in a body that does not have the same legal/religious/social/“other” rights as 
the majority of people who happily identify as heterosexual and thus, can take full 
advantage of such rights. Rights, that I, as a human being, as a citizen of Australia, 
can’t even lay claim to’ (Lesbionic 2006: 19). Arguments of citizenship and equality 
are commonly deployed when speaking for same-sex marriage (See for example, Yip 
2004: 177; Harding 2006; Lanutti 2007: 141; Lanutti 2005: 9-10; Clarke et al. 2007: 
182). Respondents in other research also listed access to benefits afforded to legally 
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recognised couples as a reason for supporting marriage rights (Lanutti 2007: 141; Yip: 
174; Clarke et al. 2007: 182; Lanutti 2005: 9-10).  
 
Harding states ‘The calls to common humanity, citizenship and liberal sameness 
which are an intrinsic part of formal equality arguments allow the normalisation of 
lesbian and gay sexuality, while simultaneously vocalising the continued oppression 
of sexual minorities and claiming a “rightful” place in society’ (2006: 530). 
Approaches to queer activism and politics that are regarded as assimilationist may be 
typified by liberal rights claims (Alexander 1999: 296; Riggs 2007: 186; Jagose 1996: 
25-26). Again, this demonstrates how debates regarding same-sex marriage 
characterise wider debates within queer politics.  
 
Perspectives on same-sex marriage in queer student media feature concerns about the 
assimilation of queer people into heteronormative society and see the competing view 
being the liberation of queer people on their own terms. Some queer student media 
also represents pro-marriage arguments on the grounds that same-sex marriage could 
transform the institution of marriage, and liberal rights claims, which can be regarded 
as assimilationist. These themes represent trends in queer student media and other 
queer communities, which encompass broader assimilationist and liberational 
ideological debates about queer liberation.  
 
Conclusion  
Clarke states that ‘most lesbians and gay men writing about marriage support the 
extension of marriage rights’ (2003: 520). The analysis of queer student media 
representations of marriage reveals perspectives which primarily express concern with 
the institution of marriage and assimilating to heteronormative society. Although 
there was some cross-over in perspectives, the queer student media examined held a 
general anti-marriage position. Clarke et al. notes ‘Another intersecting factor that 
may have shaped participants’ (personal) decisions was whether or not they were 
“ready” for legal recognition’ (Clarke et al. 2006: 157). The opinions of queer youth 
are unique because they represent a demographic that may not necessarily be 
interested in access to legal recognition of relationships and the related benefits.  
 
This paper establishes the voices of some Australian queer student activists, adding a 
previously undocumented youth perspective to the research on views of same-sex 
marriage. Queer student media perspectives of marriage can be situated among larger 
queer community debates on how liberation is achieved. This paper also documents 
varying queer perspectives of marriage and adds to understandings of same-sex 
relationships.  
 
The findings demonstrate that this youth voice constructs an anti-marriage position 
based on arguments about inequality related to the perceived capitalist structure, 
assimilation, exclusion and the revolutionary potential of queer relationships.  This 
perspective is contradictory to dominant queer community and majority Australian 
mainstream community positions on same-sex marriage2 , which argue for access to 
same-sex marriage rights. These discussions on same-sex marriage within queer 
student activism form part of their participation in public debates on the topic, 
constituting State engagement on their own terms.  
                                                 
2 A 2007 poll found that 57% of Australians supported same-sex marriage (AAP 2007).  
